Citizen participation in neighbourhood development is one way to promote public health and contribute to the well-being of individuals. However, some people participate while others do not. This study examines the individual characteristics of people who during the past 2 years have participated in a neighbourhood development process compared with potential and non-participants. Socio-demographic factors, perceptions and behaviour were analysed in a cross-sectional study. A questionnaire was answered by 1160 randomly chosen citizens over the age of 18 who lived in three Swedish cities. The most important single factor related to participation in neighbourhood development was prior experience of participation, such as attempting to influence city policies by contacting politicians, submitting a citizen proposal, etc. Furthermore, having frequent political discussions with neighbours was another behavioural factor that was found associated to people's participation in neighbourhood development. Among socio-demographic factors, only ethnicity was found significant after controlling for other factors; i.e. people born outside the Nordic countries were less likely to participate.
INTRODUCTION
The strategy of incorporating citizen participation into area-based interventions such as neighbourhood development (ND) is highly emphasized in many European and American countries (Burgers and Vranken, 2004; Friedrichs, et al., 2005; van Beckhoven et al., 2009) . Involving residents in ND is one way to promote public health and contribute to the well-being of individuals (Yassi et al., 2003; Parry et al., 2004; Wallerstein, 2006) . WHO plays a central role in developing health promotion as documented in various publications and declarations underlining the rights and duties of people to participate in their own health development (WHO, 2002; Tones and Green, 2004; Eriksson and Lindströ m, 2008) .
The Alma Ata Declaration included community participation as one of the pillars of primary health care (WHO, 1978) . The Ottawa Charter also highlights the key role of participation (WHO, 1986) , and together with the importance of health interventions to be community based it is stated that health promotion is: 'the process enabling individuals and communities to increase control over the determinants of health thereby improving health to live an active and a productive life' (Ziglio et al., 2000, p. 149) . The nature of human relationships is of importance for health development among individuals as well as communities. Social integration, social networks, social support and social capital have, in many studies, been linked to physical, mental and self-reported health (Wilkinson 1996; Berkman and Glass, 2000; Halpern, 2005; Islam et al., 2006; Stansfeld, 2006) . Low social participation has been linked to smoking, physical inactivity, an increased risk of cardiac infarction and lower use of hormone treatments (oestrogen) among women [for an overview see (Liljeberg, 2005) ]. It is also documented that participation in voluntary activities gives life a sense of coherence, meaningfulness and interdependence (Berkman and Glass, 2000) . In addition, an association between trust and associational memberships (as indicators of social capital) and physical and self-reported health was found in a systematic overview (Kim et al., 2008) . Furthermore, participation generates positive health effects for society as a whole, although not necessarily for every distinct individual (Liljeberg, 2005) . For decades, important research within different disciplines has explored people's involvement and the extent of personal engagement in ND displays great variation [see e.g. (van Beckhoven et al., 2009)] . In this article, the focus is on what characterizes individuals who participate, or who do not participate in ND, and the factors that influence people's willingness to participate.
NEIGHBOURHOOD DEVELOPMENT
There is a broad and well-documented consensus among researchers in various disciplines that neighbourhoods have 'a strong and independent effect upon the well-being and lifechances of individuals' (Blasius et al., 2009, p. 1) . However, various neighbourhoods differ from each other in terms of people's health and other social and economic indicators. In low-cost housing, there is often a concentration of poor and socially excluded people burdened by unemployment, low education, crime and fear of crime. Together with poverty, these factors are major determinants of people's health status (Stewart, 2003) . Local and national governments respond to these challenges by adopting development programmes with a strong area-based orientation (Parkinson, 1998; Painter and Clarence, 2001; Musterd et al., 2009) . Therefore, area-based interventions to promote health and to reduce health inequalities have been studied (Thomson et al., 2001; O'Dwyer et al., 2007; Thomson et al., 2009) . These development programmes and initiatives are here referred to as ND.
ND is an umbrella concept including a broad set of measures tackling social problems at the neighbourhood level with the aim of improving liveability and people's health in the targeted areas (Blackman et al., 2001; Henderson and Thomas, 2002; Blackman, 2006; van Gent, 2009 ). These development programs may contain physical renewal as well as interventions focused on individuals and households (Burgers and Vranken, 2004; Palander, 2006) . Attempts have been taken to empower inhabitants with regard to employment, education, culture and health promotion. It is not unusual that an areabased initiative is expected to reduce health inequity between different neighbourhoods in a city. However, although there is research showing the benefits of area-based initiatives, they cannot affect the fundamental causes of urban social or ethnic polarization (Palander, 2006; Andersson et al., 2010) . To do that, there is a need for national initiatives of general welfare redistribution programs (Andersson, 2006; Andersson et al., 2010) . Consequently, to gain the best effect in ND, the policies should target marginalized individuals, thus helping them integrate into society (Andersson et al., 2010) .
ND commonly involves local citizens, nongovernmental organizations and local government institutions, and although they often take the form of formal projects directed by key players, they can also be informal initiatives. For a resident, participation in neighbourhood improvement activities has three inter-related aspects: participation in governance (decisionmaking), in implementation of ND projects and in mobilization efforts (Foster-Fishman et al., 2007) . This context is present in Sweden, as well as in many other countries, where there has been a focus on local partnerships and citizen participation. ND initiatives by the Swedish government or by local governments are mainly based on mutual commitments between different actors such as municipalities, municipal housing companies, non-governmental organizations and residents (Palander, 2006; Frö ding et al., 2008; Andersson et al., 2010 constantly discussed and developed in Swedish institutions and municipalities (Amnå , 2010) .
REASONS FOR PARTICIPATION
There are many different reasons why people participate, or should participate, in matters of common interest. The forms and consequences of participation also display great variation.
A crucial reason for organizing participation is to make development programmes efficient and effective (Burgers and Vranken, 2004; Tones and Green, 2004) . As stated, 'People have to be at the centre of health promotion action and decision-making processes for them to be effective' (WHO, 1997, p. 262) . Other reasons for citizen participation are social justice and developing personal skills. With the aim of strengthening poor neighbourhoods, it is important to address disadvantaged groups that are often disinclined to participate, e.g. by encourage residents to take part in a decisionmaking process in ND projects (Burgers and Vranken, 2004) .
At the structural level, one strand of thought concerning people's participation concentrates on aspects of governance and democracy, and another on aspects of empowerment, social cohesion and social capital. Political scientists and proponents of participatory democracy (Pateman, 1970; Macpherson, 1973) advocate a society where people exhibit concern for collective problems and where they are capable of taking an interest in the formation of policy to promote a sense of political efficacy. The other strand of thought highlights social capital in terms of norms, trust and networks, which are seen as important factors promoting participation and cooperation between citizens and their institutions (Putnam, 1993) . One implication is that no matter which social networking group is in question, those people who identify with the group and its norms will be those who choose to participate. Therefore, there is also a dark side to social capital. Certain social groups such as criminal gangs have strong group solidarity with norms that are not accepted by the rest of society. These groups undermine group cohesion by means of individual success stories, and as a consequence 'downward leveling norms' are developed that cause downtrodden members to stay and the more ambitious to escape from it (Portes, 1998) . Thus, although many positive effects can be achieved through participation, it can also be destructive for society and individuals.
Socio-demographic background is an important predictor of whether or not people participate in a local community project. People who participate in developing their neighbourhood tend to come from more advantageous circumstances than those who do not participate (Bates, 1983; Matarrita-Cascante and Luloff, 2008; Agger and Larsen, 2009 ). Higher income (Bates, 1983; Burgers and Vranken, 2004; Matarrita-Cascante and Luloff, 2008 ) and higher educational level (Bates, 1983; Matarrita-Cascante and Luloff, 2008) appear to be predictive factors for participation. Ethnicity (Ö resjö et al., 2004) is another factor that has been found to predict participation/nonparticipation. But there are also studies that claim the opposite, for example that education and ethnicity are not related to participation (Wandersman et al., 1987) .
Another link between people's sociodemographic background and participation is that local community initiatives seem to involve better-educated residents for two reasons: they are hand-picked, and they are attracted to these types of initiatives. ND projects involving residents are often undertaken at the initiative of central government or local authorities, i.e. a top-down process (Huxham and Barr, 1996) . In such cases, citizen participation is an imperative, and not an initiative taken by the residents themselves, and as a result, some residents will be more willing to take part than others. These people are often hand-picked and are therefore not representative of the neighbourhood as a whole; i.e. the persons involved have accepted the 'middle class model of participation' (Burgers and Vranken, 2004, p. 53) . This means that people who participate can consent to, and identify with, the way the participation is organized. Well-educated, active, capable and interested residents participate, whereas those who cannot identify with this 'middle class model' do not participate at all. Even in cases where residents are not hand-picked, ND often mainly attracts better-educated residents.
People's perceptions of themselves and their neighbours with regard to community issues are important when considering participation in ND. It is more likely that a person will participate if he/she thinks other will (Foster-Fishman et al., 2009) . Participation in public matters seems to create social capital built on trust in other people and possibly also in public institutions (Putnam, 1993) . For example, if you are asked to join a ND group, the answer depends on whether you trust that others will co-operate. Trust in people of the same social status within the neighbourhood creates a bonding form of social capital, whereas trust extending beyond one's own narrow group and neighbourhood is bridging. The latter is more important for people's inclusion in larger networks, and may also strengthen people's capacity to participate in ND, as many decisions affecting the poor are not made locally (Woolcock and Narayan, 2000; Narayan and Cassidy, 2001 ). Furthermore, residents' perceptions of their ability to act play a role in predicting participation. People with higher perceived personal influence are more likely to participate in ND (Wandersman et al., 1987) .
Another aspect of citizen participation in ND is connected to people's behaviour. First, rootedness is important for resident involvement; people who have lived longer in an area are more likely to participate (Wandersman et al., 1987; Matarrita-Cascante and Luloff, 2008) . Secondly, residents who are already active in ND tend to also take part in other local activities (Ö resjö et al., 2004; Matarrita-Cascante and Luloff, 2008) . In addition, participative citizens interact more frequently with their neighbours than residents with lower participation levels (Matarrita-Cascante and Luloff, 2008) .
Despite ample evidence of individual and societal benefits, and the great efforts made to encourage resident involvement in local community initiatives, many projects face difficulties in promoting people's participation (Ö resjö et al., 2004) . This could threaten the success and sustainability of specific ND initiatives (Foster-Fishman et al., 2006) and, from a holistic point of view, the lack of participation may even become a threat to democracy (Fung, 2006) . Nevertheless, too much or certain forms of participation may occasionally also be problematic, for example when participation becomes exclusive to a minority of stakeholders, excluding a majority of poor residents (Elander, 2002; van Beckhoven et al., 2009) . Previous research has found important aspects of participation in ND projects and all in all it is well documented that people's socio-demographic background is significant for participation.
However, much of the research is largely context-dependent and conclusions are drawn mainly on the basis of specific neighbourhood initiatives. The present study goes beyond this, by addressing a much broader population-randomly chosen citizens in three Swedish municipalities.
A number of issues are crucial to take into consideration when assessing whether people take part in ND or not. People's background, their behaviour and their perceptions are three key factors that we argue are important. In the present study, the relative importance of these three factors for explaining participation in ND will be analysed. The main research questions are as follows ( Figure 1 ): (i) what characterizes the participants in ND as compared to nonparticipants? Dividing the non-participants into permanent non-participants and potential participants we then ask: (ii) what characterizes the participants as compared to permanent nonparticipants? and (iii) what characterizes the participants as compared to potential participants? In answering these questions, three models will be used: traditional sociodemographic factors (Model 1); the way people perceive their role in the city (Model 2); and the possible association between participation in ND and participation in other local matters (Model 3).
METHOD
The present study is both part and extension of a survey on democracy-related attitudes conducted in 2004 by the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions. It is an observational cross-sectional study of inhabitants in three Swedish municipalities: Norrkö ping, Vä sterå s and Ö rebro. The data were collected by means of a postal questionnaire handled by the Swedish company Temo. The research was conducted in accordance with the guidelines on research ethics and the participants gave their informed consent when responding to the questionnaire.
Context of the study
With between 128 000 and 132 000 inhabitants, the three cities studied are among the Swedish top 10 in population size. They are comparatively well-off in terms of economic growth and welfare, although the unemployment rates are Neighbourhood development and public health initiatives 105 considerably higher than in the decades preceding the 1990s. The cities contain different types of residential areas, such as single-family houses with homeownership, peripheral residential districts and larger inner city estates. Within the cities, there are a number of poor neighbourhoods, but none of these is extreme in terms of ethnic or socio-economic compositions, nevertheless unemployment rates, disposable income and bad health show that the welfare profile of the areas is lower than the municipal average (Frö ding et al., 2008) . All three cities have several political policy programmes for sustainable welfare development, including topics such as integration, gender equality, democracy and public health, all important contextual factors with regard to local initiatives in the urban landscape. In these cities, more or less poor neighbourhoods/districts have been the targets of ND projects during the past decade.
Participants
The sample of this survey consists of 2400 randomly chosen citizens over 18 years of age living in Ö rebro, Vä sterå s or Norrkö ping (800 individuals in each city). The questionnaire was sent to their home addresses. Two reminders were sent out. Of the total sample of 2400 inhabitants, 1160 (response rate 48%) responded. The sample was taken from two sampling frames. One sampling frame consisted of 1200 (400 from each city) randomly chosen individuals. The response rate was 52%, as 628 questionnaires were returned. In addition, a second sampling frame consisted of all the residents, except those in sample 1, in three specifically selected neighbourhoods with ongoing ND activities. This second sample also consisted of 1200 (400 from each neighbourhood) randomly chosen residents. The response rate was somewhat lower; 532 people answered the questionnaire, giving a response rate of 44%. This sampling procedure led to an extended un-weighted set of data for the analysis of the pattern of participation. In the present article, all these 1160 individuals will be used in answering our specific research questions.
Measures

Socio-demographic factors
Respondents' socio-demographic background was measured by eight factors: sex, age, native country, numbers of years in the municipality, education, employment status, annual income and family situation. These factors are presented in detail in Table 1 .
Perception factors
The factor of perceived civic duty consisted of three questions: 'How strongly do you agree with the following statements: As a citizen in a municipality, you should:
(i) Take collective responsibility for those who are worse off; (ii) Take the initiative and not expect society to solve all problems; (iii) Take an active part in trying to influence political decisions'. The response alternatives for civic duty and generalized trust were dichotomized into disagreement (strongly disagree, disagree and don't know) and agreement (agree and fully agree). In the analysis, the answers were divided into a high level of trust (at least two cases of agreement) or a low level of trust (one or no cases of agreement). For ability to act, the response alternatives were divided into a high level of ability to act (three cases of agreement or more) or a low level of ability to act (two or fewer cases of agreement).
Behaviour factors
Five questions concerning active engagement were used: 'Have you in the last two years tried to influence policy in the municipality where you live, by:
(i) Contacting a politician; (ii) Contacting a municipal employee; (iii) Taking part in a meeting with local politicians; (iv) Submitting a citizen proposal; (v) Participating in focus groups'.
The response alternatives were 'Yes', 'No, but I would consider it' and 'No, never'. Those respondents who answered 'yes' two or more times were accorded a high level of active engagement and the others a low level of active engagement.
A single question measured political discussion with neighbours: 'How often do you discuss social issues with neighbours?' The responses were dichotomized into a high level of political discussion (at least once a month) and a low level of political discussion (less often/once or twice a year or never).
Participation in ND
A key question measured participation in ND: 'Have you in the last two years tried to influence policy in the municipality where you live by participating in neighbourhood development (neighbourhood improvement association/local development group)?' The respondents were classified according to their choice from three alternatives: 'Yes' (participants); 'No, but I would consider it' (potential participants); and 'No, I would never do so' (permanent non-participants), which is used as the main focus in this paper.
Statistical analysis
In the analysis, we compare the participants with the potential participants and the permanent non-participants (Figure 1 ). Crude odds ratios were calculated in these groups to investigate the impact of socio-demographic background factors, perceptions and behaviour. Thereafter, binary logistic regression analysis was applied. Three research questions will be addressed with each of the three models. The first model includes socio-demographic factors, the second model adds perceptions and the third model also includes behaviour.
A factor analysis was used to analyse the internal validity of the four concepts: perceived civic duty, perceived generalized trust, perceived ability to act and active engagement. The factor analysis was done before the data were dichotomized. The factor analysis was also used to ensure that each concept was distinguishable from the others. Factors were extracted using principal component analysis and varimax rotations with Kaiser normalization to achieve as simple a solution as possible (Mulaik, 1972) . The factor analysis showed that the four concepts were distinguishable from each other. The internal validity, measured by the Cronbach alpha, was very high for active engagement (0.84) and high for perceived civic duty (0.62) and perceived ability to act (0.68), but somewhat lower for perceived generalized trust (0.54).
RESULTS
In the bivariate comparisons, there were many statistically significant differences between active participants, potential participants and permanent non-participants. Table 1 presents the crude odds ratios for the three research questions. Only the sex of the respondents was consistently nonsignificant. The overall patterns were different in the multivariate models (Table 2) .
What characterizes the participants in ND as compared to non-participants?
Comparing all the socio-demographic factors, native country and family situation seem to be significant. Citizens born outside Nordic countries are less likely to participate (OR 0.2), and single parents are more likely (OR 3.1) to participate in ND. Adding perception factors, native country (OR 0.2) and single with children (OR 3.2) remained significant together with perceived ability to act (OR 3.0). In Model 3, where all factors were included, participants in ND were 5.3 times as likely to have a high level of active engagement and 1.8 times more likely to have frequent political discussions with neighbours than non-participants. Native country (OR 0.2) still remained significant. Thus, it seems that people who participate in ND are characterized by displaying a higher level of active engagement than those who have not participated in ND. Furthermore, it is less likely for people born outside Nordic countries to be participants in ND.
What characterizes the participants in ND as compared to permanent non-participants? Citizens with a higher level of education (secondary school OR 2.2 and university OR 2.6) than compulsory school were more likely to participate in ND. People with the highest annual incomes (OR 4.0) and single parents (OR 4.4) seem to participate more. Citizens born outside Nordic countries (OR 0.2) were less likely to participate. Adding perception, high perceived civic duty (OR 2.7) and high perceived ability to act (OR 4.7) seem to be important for predicting participation. Single with children (OR 5.3) was the only socio-demographic factor that remained significant. Including all factors, people who participate in ND are distinguished from permanent non-participants in that they have high perceived civic duty (OR 3.5), high perceived ability to act (OR 2.9), high active engagement (OR 8.3) and frequent political discussion with neighbours (OR 2.9).
What characterizes the participants in ND as compared to potential participants? Citizens born outside Nordic countries (OR 0.2) as well as unemployed or on long-term sick-leave (OR 0.2) seem to be less likely to participate in ND. Adding perception, born outside Nordic countries (OR 0.2) still remained significant together with high ability to act (OR 2.0). With all factors included, people who participate in ND have an overall higher level of active engagement (OR 4.3) than potential participants.
DISCUSSION
By using a survey of randomly chosen people in three Swedish cities, it was possible to go beyond context-bound data on people's participation in ND. Given the range of ND in the three cities, the study has a unique possibility to analyse why people differ in their participation in ND. In this study, high active engagement was the strongest explanatory factor of participation in ND. If citizens have tried to influence policy in the municipality in some way, such as by contacting a politician or submitting a citizen 3.1 (1.2-8.1) 3.2 (1.2-8.5) 2.3 (0.8-6.5) 4.4 (1.6 -12.5) 5.3 (1.7 -16.7) 3.2 (0.9-11.5) 2.6 (0.9-7.4) 2.6 (0.9-7.5) 1.8 (0.6-5.6) Couples without children 1.4 (0.7-2.8) 1.2 (0.6-2.6) 1.3 (0.6-2.9) 1.3 (0.6 -2.8) 1.2 (0.5 -2.6) 1.2 (0.5-3.0) 1.6 (0.7-3.5) 1.5 (0.6-3.3) 1.6 (0.7-3.7)
Couples with children 1.5 (0.7-3.3) 1.5 (0.7-3.2) 1.3 (0.6-3.0) 1.7 (0.8 -3.8) 1.8 (0.8 -4.2) 1.6 (0.6-4.1) 1.6 (0.7-3.8) 1.5 (0.6-3.6) 1.3 (0.5-3.1) proposal, they are more likely to be active in ND than non-participants. This result corresponds with earlier research (Ö resjö et al., 2004; Matarrita-Cascante and Luloff, 2008) in one way: it seems there are exceptionally engaged people. On the other hand, previous research emphasizes the importance of sociodemographic factors, such as higher income (Burges and Vranken, 2004 ) and higher education level (Matarrita-Cascante and Luloff, 2008) . Our research shows that it does not matter if you have high or low education or income levels; as long as you display a pattern of socially engaged behaviour, you are more likely to participate in ND. It was only people born outside the Nordic countries who showed less participation in ND. This may be related to the fact that among some of these groups social exclusion is high (National Board of Health and Welfare, 2008) . Nevertheless, it is necessary to recognize that the relationship between segregation and health is complex (Kramer and Hogue, 2009) . Therefore, even though it is well known that social exclusion can be bad for people's health [see e.g. (Marmot, 2006; Shaw et al., 2006; Stansfeld, 2006) ], there are studies that point out health-protective effects of living in socially and economically segregated neighbourhoods [for an overview see (Kramer and Hogue, 2009) ]. In addition, motivational factors could also be important, such as 'feelings of obligation and of wanting to contribute, calculations of benefit and effectiveness, or simply the sheer satisfaction, pleasure or delight of participation' (Amnå , 2010, p. 196) . Motivation may sometimes override predetermined socioeconomic factors, implying that an unemployed, single, foreign-born citizen with little education will under specific circumstances participates, while a well-off, well-educated, native-born citizen may remain passive. The goal of the Swedish integration policy is equal rights, obligations and opportunities for all, regardless of ethnic or cultural background (Swedish Government, 2009 ). Nevertheless, how to promote the social inclusion of ethnic minorities is a challenge currently facing these Swedish cities. In our study, many people born outside the Nordic countries responded to the questionnaire in Swedish: enough to comprise a sufficiently large sample to analyse this aspect.
Perception factors
Based on earlier research, it was expected that background factors would be more important, especially when comparing the characteristics of the participants and permanent non-participants, which are the two most disparate groups. However, this study shows instead that having a strong idea of what citizenship involves, being optimistic about one's possibilities to participate in society, being active and socially engaged, and frequently having political discussions with neighbours were all important factors in determining what differentiates participants and permanent non-participants. It seems like political confidence could have an impact, and that it is more important in this group than in the other groups. Citizens' previous experiences of their possibilities to exercise influence and to affect decisions are important for their own decision whether or not to participate in ND. Furthermore, when comparing participants in ND with those who said they would never participate single parents seemed to participate more. This may be related to the fact that single parents have an interest in influencing their local environment. Previous research has shown that satisfaction of lowincome single-parent women is related to safety and social support (Bruin and Cook, 1997) , and when tackling social problems at the neighbourhood level it is common to give priority to these things [see e.g. (Burgers and Vranken, 2004) ]. However, our result regarding single parents was only significant when comparing the different socio-demographic and perception factors; when adding behaviour factors in Model 3, single parents were no longer significant. Why are people's perceptions unimportant in the final model for characterizing participants as compared to the entire group of nonparticipants? At first, high perceived ability to act was important, but when including behaviour it no longer remained significant. One explanation could be that people's behaviour explains their perception. If a person changes from either a state of permanent nonparticipation or a state of potential participation, the process begins in people's perception, according to the stages of change theory (Prochaska and DiClemente, 1984; Nutbeam and Harris, 2004) . There are several steps in the change process: precontemplation, contemplation, preparation, action, maintenance and termination. The potential participants could be at the stage of contemplation or preparation. The changes in people's behaviour are preceded by several steps after leaving the position of no intention to participate. On the other hand, people who have certain behaviours also have certain perceptions, which they may share with other persons. In our study, the behavioural factors, such as high active engagement and more political discussions with neighbours, were more related to participation in ND than people's perceived civic duty, perceived generalized trust and perceived ability to act.
The differences between participants and potential participants were also analysed. Only high active engagement remained significant as a predictor of participation when controlling for socio-demographic factors, perceptions and other behaviour. This can be seen as the participants having better skills for participating in ND than those just contemplating participation (Henderson and Thomas, 2002) . However, it is expected that it is easier to get the potential participants to participate in ND than permanent non-participants. Furthermore, research has identified a number of more or less co-existing dynamic motives for an individual to shift from latent to manifest political participation: obligation ('one ought to'), importance ('I have to'), ability ('I can'), demand ('I am needed'), effectiveness ('it works') and meaningfulness ('it gives'). These results indicate that under particular circumstances anyone may be willing to participate in politic or civic matters, potential active citizens are so-called 'stand-by citizens' (Amnå , 2010) . However, when comparing potentially active citizens with active citizens in this study, the results indicate that previous behaviour make a difference. People who have been trying to influence policy in the municipality in some way are more likely to be active in ND than non-participants.
The findings suggest that practitioners should not be surprised that the same residents are attending different activities and meetings in the neighbourhood. However, it is still vital to try to engage the widest possible variety of residents (Henderson and Thomas, 2002) . Strengthening people's perception of their possibilities to participate in the community is one important way to do this. Another more direct approach is to promote their meeting and working together. Neighbourhood work seeks to involve people at a grassroots level in decisions and policies that affect them and their neighbourhoods (Henderson and Thomas, 2002) . The calls for the development of a more democratic political process have an obviously broad appeal. However, according to some public health researchers, participation is not simply a right, but a duty (Petersen and Lupton, 1996) . Nevertheless, a high degree of participation may not always be appropriate or sufficient for bringing about major changes in a neighbourhood. Groups with small memberships may still represent a constituency, but if they are selfperpetuating cliques then we are far from the participatory goals of ND (Henderson and Thomas, 2002) and the goals of creating a healthier and more sustainable environment where participation plays a significant part.
Strengths and limitations of the study
The cross-sectional design may be sufficient for measuring the relative importance of people's background, behaviour and perceptions for explaining participation in ND. On the other hand, the study is unable to catch the dynamic interplay between different elements in the learning process of participation. To that aim, there is a need for qualitative, process-oriented research. The cross-sectional design also means that the observed association between participation in ND and active engagement in other political and societal affairs may, in fact, reflect a reversed connection. We see the process of participating in ND as one way of influencing the policy in the municipality and the primary focus of our analysis. This is of course related to other activities with the same purpose. Moreover, case studies of ND in specific contexts have the potential to answer questions on subjective reasons for participation and forms of participation, whereas analysing the effects of participation would require longitudinal studies. Another limitation of the study is the rather low response rate. Nevertheless, this response rate is comparable with similar studies of social science studies (Statistics Sweden, 2010) , but lower than many health surveys in Sweden (Molarius et al., 2007; Molarius et al., 2009) .
Overall, the relationship between response rates and potential survey errors is a complicated one. Those who responded to this questionnaire showed some differences as compared to official statistics (Sedelius and Eriksson, 2010) . Somewhat more voted in the last election, where 87% did vote among the participants compared to between 79 and 83% on the average in the three municipalities. However, more people than expected were born in a foreign country (20% compared to 12-16%, respectively).We have no Neighbourhood development and public health initiatives 113 reason to believe that our study is more defective in this respect than most others [see e.g. (Langer, 2003) ].
Implications for practice
Many different factors can have an impact on whether people participate or not. However, our intention was to study individual characteristics of people participating in ND processes regardless of whether they lived in single-family houses with homeownership, peripheral residential districts or larger inner city estates, or what kind of ND project in which they have taken part. This study implicates that the results can be valuable when planning, implementing and recruiting for ND, and when using the neighbourhood as a setting for health promotion. It is necessary to move beyond a narrow focus such as on socio-demographic factors and take other characteristics of people and their possibilities into account. Practitioners need to be aware of who usually participates and who the potential participants are. Therefore, it is important to strengthen the options and competencies of the citizens in different forms of participation in health and ND processes. This also includes promoting the participation of citizens in different types of studies for improving the local knowledge as part of ND. Without such initiatives, it should not be surprising if the same group of people participate again and again in developing the neighbourhood. 
